Global and Radical Homesickness: Rewriting Identities in the Airport Narratives of Pico Iyer and Sir Alfred Mehran by Scanlan, Sean
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
Publications and Research New York City College of Technology 
2019 
Global and Radical Homesickness: Rewriting Identities in the 
Airport Narratives of Pico Iyer and Sir Alfred Mehran 
Sean Scanlan 
CUNY New York City College of Technology 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/ny_pubs/549 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY). 
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu 
................................. 
MLS 49.1 contents 
Articles 
Global and Radical Homesickness: 
Rewriting Identities in the Airport Narratives of Pico Iyer and Sir Alfred Mehran 
Sean Scanlan 
10 
Temples and Ghost Shrines: 35 
William Carlos Williams, Gary Snyder, and Rediscovering Sacredness in Urban Waters 
Paul Cappucci 
Fiction & Poetry 
Chloe N. Clark: The Ocean is Not Empty . 51 
C.R. Resetarits: Coming cuts 69 
To the circus 69 
MLS Serial: Minotaur 70 
Mara Rutherford 
Profession & Pedagogy 
The New Wave and Fellini Projects: Teaching Culture through Film Study, Practice, and Study Abroad 58 
Kevin Bongiorni and Patricia A. Suchy 
Reviews 
Akwaeke Emezi. Freshwater 82 
Uzodinma lweala. Speak No Evil 
lmbolo Mbue. Behold the Dreamers 
Taiwo Adetunji Osinubi 
Muriel Rukeyser. The Book of the Dead 
Davy Knittle 
87 
Part of the pathos and stress of the airport (the leading cause of death at JFK is the 
coronary) is that lives are being changed irreversibly, and people have nothing to 
steady themselves with but a Coffee People outlet, a Sky Plaza. and a Smarte Cart that 
(in Los Angeles at least) speaks seven different languages. All the comforts of home, 
made impersonal. Thinking all this . ..\ went to live for a while in LAX. 
When I arrived at the airport I was Mehran Karimi Nasseri, but I have been waiting 
there eleven years. I have changed and I am not the same person today as the person 
who first slept on the airport bench eleven years ago. Now I am Sir Alfred Mehran. My 
documents must say this. How can I accept it otherwise? 

I. 
Introduction: Airports, Tests, 
Homesickness 
Airports and air travel both successfully transcend 
national borders. They are designed to bypass the 
physical bulwark of fences and walls, to soften 
national differences. They turn international borders 
into metonymic points of delay with a slew of actual 
and metaphorical hindrances: security lines, strip-
searches, questions about travel plans, and the X-ray · 
machine. Christopher Schaberg's thoughtful The 
Textual Life of Airports ( 2011) pinpoints the contests 
that occur at airports: 
airports are. sites where identity is confirmed 
or questioned; they are spaces of public display; 
they are contested zones where privacy and 
national security vie for priority; they are 
complex factories for the production of patri-
otism and the privilege of mobility (1). 
Airports may seem like any ·other modern, banal, 
sterile place, but they can also be seen as the locus 
classicus of global identity; the airport is where 
identity is documented and transformed, stamped 
and reinforced, or detained and blocked, or rejected 
and possibly imprisoned. Airports are the temporary 
home of globalization's movers and shakers-and 
they are the temporary home of those shaken by 
globalization. 
The need to have the right currency, the right 
credit, the right papers, and the right story provokes 
travelers to meet the infrastructure of an international 
airport such as LP..X or Charles de Gaulle face to 
face. Simply put, airport security tests one's idea of 
self and affiliation. Security asks deeply provocative 
"test" questions such as: who are you, where did you 
come from, and where are you going? Avital Ronell's 
The Test Drive (2005) explores the underlying 
foundations of official tests. For Ronell, official tests 
are so curious because they intensify focus on the 
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deepest level of one's identity and, simultaneously, 
on the possibility that the test is inaccurate. Further, 
the test taker-the traveler in this case-incurs an 
"absolute risk" of failure and of passing; in either 
case, future tests will always be around the corner, 
yet to be determined (9). I want to turn these airport 
provocations on their head by asking this questi,on: 
what happens to feelings and relationships surround-
ing home when the airport is the final destination, 
the home base? 
Two literary memoirs help me to explore this 
question. Pico Iyer's The Global Soul: Jet Lag, . 
Shopping Malls, and the Search for Home (2000) 
examines the difficulties of affiliation and separation 
associated with continuous air travel, explores his -
attempt to live in an airport, and reflects on the 
disappearance of his physical home. Sir Alfred 
Mehran's The Terminal Man (2004) describes his 
extraordinary stay in the Charles de Gaulle airport 
for sixteen years and his efforts to gain his freedom 
to travel and remake his home in England. My 
focus on these two texts and on airports as tempo-
rary and conditional homes in which affiliations 
are weighed against both national interests and 
personal desire has led me to make use of the 
powerful feeling of homesickness; this term's 
connections to place, memory, and identity make 
it an important affective component in many genres 
of literature, but it is especially intensified in nar-
ratives set in and around airports. 
Before exploring Iyer's search for home and 
Mehran's inability to travel and find home, it is 
important to define and theorize homesickness as 
a term that is capable of carrying a critical load. The 
Oxford English Dictionary holds that homesickness 
is "sadness caused by longing for one's home or 
family during a period of absence:' This starting 
point has the benefit of putting place and people at 
the center of the feeling, but the term is complex 
and requires additional attachments. In my theori-
zation, homesickness is an imaginative feeling that 
is comparative in nature: it fosters reflection on the 
meaning of the past and present, helps a person 
decide between inaction and change, and is especially 
essential to decision-making and identity reconfig-
uration.1 As I describe the diffe_rences between global 
and radical homesickness, I want to confirm that 
both types of homesickness still reflect typical ideas 
of homesickness: a person longs for some aspect of 
a home that is no longer available to them, whether 
a missing place or a previous self, and this feeling 
ties the person to memory, place, and identity (see 
Davis, Matt, and Wilson). More specifically, home-
sickness may be an idealization of the past, and it 
may be individual or collective (see Boym and 
Ritivoi). But it can also be a Janus-faced feeling for 
a past home, a feeling in which a homesick person 
perceives the old home negatively; the result of such 
recoil is that he or she may reconfigure the idea of 
home and seek a different, future home. One feels 
homesick due to comparison and recognition; the 
self, in the act of remembering the past home, collides 
with that remembered older self, and the recognition 
of the difference circulates with the present moment, 
leading to a type of shock that points that person's 
attention in three directions at once: back to the 
past, into the present moment, and into the future 
(Casey). In sum, homesickness is complex and 
historically embedded; it recruits memory, environ-
ment, and experience to aid a person in making 
decisions about the present and the future. 
If homesickness is catalyzed by an introspection 
into the narrative of one's own self in relation to 
home, then the irreversible past is remembered 
(perhaps painfully or joyfully) in terms of the traces 
of past homes, past relations, past events, and 
especially the self in dynamic interaction with these 
narrative pathways.2 The homesick person gains 
insight into their own narrative-their identity-and 
in the grip of this feeling or mode of memory, the 
person is impelled to ~ecide how to continue or 
reconstitute their own story. Both Pico Iyer and Sir 
Alfred Mehran gain insight into their daily experi-
ences by writing about their airport homes using 
basic narrative strategies such as description, 
reflection, reportage, repetition, and quoting from 
their diaries. Both authors have the ostensible goal 
of sharing their thoughts on where they are going, 
who they are becoming, and what home means. The 
concepts of global and radical homesickness, which 
I develop below, enable readers to understand that 
remaking the idea of home is fundamentally an 
ethical enterprise based on decision-making and 
affiliation. Further, reading global and radical 
homesickness as two critical lenses helps us to see 
how homesickness can lead to decisions to enlarge 
or shrink the idea of home. These lenses also reveal 
how certain types of affiliation have the tendency 
to bind resp0nsibility to conditional affiliations. 
Why this pair of texts? Among the many possible 
pairs of memoirs, I've chosen these two because 
they both deserve more attention, and they can help 
readers understand how home and homesickness 
work to preserve and reconsolidate identity in a 
particular globalized zone: the international airport. 
Iyer's and Mehran's trajectories are different, yet they 
share a desire to reconceive of the idea of home. 
Iyer, the professional writer, makes a conscious 
decision to forgo a stable home so that he can perform 
an intellectual search through airports and shopping 
malls to find out if "more and more of the world 
may be feeling homesick" (29); he is mostly in control 
of his transitions within and beyond the airport. 
Mehran, the refugee, is blocked from making a 
stable, secure home in London and finds himself, 
against many odds, creating a provisional home 
inside a global airport; he has lost almost all control 
over his ability to select a home and is severed from 
the physical proximity to friends and family and, in 
this loss of control and shelter, Mehran's homesick-
ness resembles what Shirley Fisher calls a mini-be-
reavement (19). Both Iyer and Mehran feel the stress 
of the loss of home, but there are important 
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differences. Iyer wants to channel the stress of those 
people he encounters as he reflects upon and theo-
rizes how global capitalism affects our movements, 
our feelings, and our ability to incorporate new ways 
of being at home, while Mehran reviews his own 
past and his own environment in an effort to re con-
ceive his home and his identity within constraints 
. that are outside of his control. Iyer theorizes how 
cascading large-scale forms of political power appear 
indifferent to the people caught between systems of 
national affiliation, while Mehran reports on only 
one person caught between affiliations: himself. 
Few scholars have published on Sir Alfred 
Mehran. References to his· plight involve spatial 
engineering and airport design or they explore 
socioeconomic inequality, global migration patterns, 
and social theories of displacement. Knox et al., for 
example, makes use of Mehran's inability to pass 
through Charles de Gaulle airport as a warning to 
architects and engineers who must consider flow 
and resistance in public spaces. A more appropriate 
critique is the way that Dimitris Papadaopoulos and 
Vassilis Tsianos examine Mehran in terms ofDeleuze 
and Guattari's ideas of nomadism, migration, and 
imperceptibility.3 Studies of Iyer's The Global Soul 
usually take a more literary tack as they investigate 
class issues and colonial whiplash.4 
My study compares these two narratives in an 
effort to theorize homesickness as a critical term 
conveying manifold meanings, to analyze both costs 
and benefits of homesickness, and to reflect on the 
processes of uprooting and remaking the idea of 
home. This exploratory essay finds the edge between 
large-scale global forces and fine-grained narrative 
choices and how these forces and choices collide in 
two airport narratives saturated with homesickness. 
The effects of this hybrid approach of tying global 
and narrative theory to homesickness is, while far 
from exhaustive, my bid to point out a new theori-
zation of homesickness that can provide a critical 
reading tool for understanding how decision-making 
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and identity both use and inform homesickness; it 
is reciprocal in nature. So, the goal is to closely read 
these two narratives, to compare types of homesick-
ness, and to provide readers with a series of steps 
for understanding the mechanics of homesickness. 
A further hope is that such a methodology will help 
readers to grapple with both old and new texts that 
touch upon the disappearance of home, whether 
caused by financial collapse, war, refugee status, 
climate change, or the basic desire for a better home. 
2. 
Globalization and lyer's Global 
Homesickness 
Central to memory processes, global and radical . 
homesicknessare activated by the collision between 
present experiences and collective histories in real, 
physical settings. The feelings activated by such a 
comparative collision have the power to help people 
adjudicate between industrial pasts and postmodern, 
postindustrial, global dislocations by resisting or 
welcoming changes to their family structure, social 
affiliation, or homeenvironment.5 The core difference 
between global and radical h.omesickness resides in 
the idea of affiliation. I first turn to Iyer's text to 
illustrate the power of certain educational and 
national affiliations; global homesickness results 
from multiple affiliations, while radical homesickness 
occurs when a person cannot affiliate or is barred 
from secure affiliations. 
Pico Iyer begins The Global Soul by reflecting 
on a horrible fire that consumed his home and the 
homes of many others in a 1999 Southern California 
wildfire: 
I'd often referred to myself as homeless-an 
Indian born in England and moving to 
California as a boy, with no real base of oper-
ations or property even in my thirties ... But 
now all the handy metaphors were actual, and 
the lines of the poems, included in the 
manuscript that was the only thing in mr 
shoulder bag when· I fled, were my only real 
foundations for a new fin de siecle life. (5) 
Iyer reveals here that writing is part of his identity 
and that property was of secondary importance. 
"[A]ll the past-gone" (5), he says when he sees the 
chr-rred house, and he soberly reflects that he sees 
two worlds colliding: "one postmodern and fueled 
by technology, the other tribal almost" (10). Iyer 
senses that he is both postmodern and part of a new 
tribe, part of a group of world writers such as Kazuo 
Ishiguro, Salman Rushdie, and Edward Said who 
move uneasily among the characteristics of the exile, 
the expatriate, and the nomad; they are all Global 
Souls who do not fit one category, and all call several 
places home (19-37). 
The concept of the Global Soul is Iyer's effort 
to reclaim and update Emerson's "universal soul" 
from his major essay "Nature" (1836). The benefit 
ofhaving or claiming a Global Soul, says Iyer, is that 
"our shrinking world gave more and more of us a 
chance to see, in palpable, unanswerable ways, how 
much we had in common, and how much we could 
live, in the grand Emersonian way, beyond petty 
allegiances and labels, outside the reach of nation-
states" (17). But, Iyer warns, the problem remains 
that such a "higher sense of kinship" may be "shad-
owed by the fact that more and more of what we 
seemed to share was on the merest surface, and 
global unity was most often defined in terms of 
common markets and linked networ;ks" ( 17). Iyer 
wants to leverage the idea of kinship, but he also 
realizes that the privilege of having such a soul also 
reflects the surface ease of moneyed relationships. 
He wants to connect, and he wants others to be able 
to connect, but he also realizes that each soul is 
different, and markets and networks are unevenly 
distributed. He does not necessarily want to be 
homesick but rather to study the evolving idea of 
home. He wants to absorb and see the world as a 
new age "transparent eye-ball:' This term, also from 
"Nature:' is a useful metaphor for Iyer's endeavor 
while inside airport environments: "Standing on the 
bare ground .. .I become a transparent eye-ball; I am 
nothing; I see all'' ("Nature" 10). Emerson's religious 
language and the outdoor setting is replaced by Iyer's 
market language: the airport is "an intranational 
convenience zone ... surrounded by the familiar 
totems of The Body Shop, The Nature Company, 
The Sharper Image" ( 43 ), but like a surrogate for the 
natural environment that Emerson pulls from, Iyer 
says the international airport is built to be absorbed 
like a home, to make the traveler "feel at home; it 
becomes, therefore, an anthology of generic spaces" 
filled with food, goods, and lodging (43). The 
important message that Iyer supplies is that the 
airport traveler sees and absorbs the fantasy of the 
real, suspects it is useful, and knows it is transitional 
space. Yet the impersonal factors of home are also 
about motion toward another place, and therefore 
the phenomenological key is irreversibility; as with 
a homes_ick person, the airport traveler is having his 
or her life changed by the travel, and these airport 
travelers or workers have nothing to steady them-
selves with but a smooth, sterile world that resembles 
certain aspects ofhome but which is not home ( 44). 
-A Global Soul, Iyer continues, "live[s] in the 
metaphorical equivalent of international airspace" 
and "his currency might be 'air miles' ... and his sense 
of home, if it existed at all, would lie in the ties and 
talismans he carried round with him" (19-20). Here, 
Iyer is writing into existence two persons at once. 
First, he theorizes an ideal, male Global Soul. Second, 
he brings his own past experiences into the definition; 
when he says that "[h]is memories might be set in 
airports that looked more and more like transnational 
cities;' readers begin to realize that clues such as 
"he" and "his" help to fold an ideal Global Soul into 
his own memories, memories which he soon shares: 
"Many of my most vivid memories of growing up 
had come from those times when I'd say good-bye 
articles j 1 s 
to my parents and get onto a jumbo jet as an \mac-
companied minor' to fly to [boarding] school" ( 41). 
Iyer's familiarity with airports and air travel, espe-
cially in the way that his accumulated experiences 
of detachment and self-described "permanent alien" 
condition, rubs uneasily against his fascination for 
the exotic1 "the pathos and stress" of the globalized 
world around him ( 44). 
In order to experiment with his theory of the 
Global Soul and reflect on his uprooted existence, 
he decides "to live for a while in LAX" (44). Iyer 
does not really live inside the airport 24 hours each 
day, though. Rather, he works there as a writer, 
gaining a perspective oh the spaces and feelings of 
the airport. Although most travelers do not live or 
stay inside an airport for an extended period of time, 
Iyer's 'transparent eye-ball' sees many experiences 
that prove that such global travel is not unique and 
not only for elites. His experience may convey a 
privileged upbringing, but his contribution to the 
study of homesickness is that many people may have 
a Global Soul and that global homesickness does 
not affect a mere few. For example, Iyer notes that 
many people break down "in racking sobs" at the 
departure gate and that there is a movie coordinator 
and a public-relations department at LAX (44). He 
notes the friendly volunteers at the Travelers Aid 
desk try to help people within their domain of 100 
languages ( 46). His point is that international travel 
is a normal, everyday occurrence and, by extension, 
so too is global homesickness. While Iyer notes the 
fantasy shopping areas and the friendly mixing of 
cultures and the facial expressions and the conver-
sation starters, he also notes that there are over 350 
undercover police working at the airport. One 
security officer says "people are scared here ... You 
could be up.dercover, I could be undercover, who 
knows?" (52). 
Iyer's position is difficult. He wants to search 
and understand, but he knows that his perspective 
is limited by his own particular global background: 
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he is "100 percent Indian;' but he had "seldom been 
in India" (106); he wants to know "how the 
Vietnamese boat people were faring" (108) ina camp 
in Hong Kong, and he learns that even though many 
had relocated, new refugees still enter. He learns 
that the "UN was eager ... to instill in the refugees a 
sense of self-sufficiency" but that the main problem 
was that "there was no e:rid in sight to the problem 
of the refugees' official identity" ( 110). In 1979, the 
first wave of boat people was "fleeing war and 
uncertainty at home" and the second large wave in 
1990 sought better opportunities (110). Iyer then 
contrasts this camp with the "Connoisseur Class" -a 
type of airport citizen who travels in such a rarified 
environment that they "dwell in a kind of floating• 
International Settlement" (107). 
What links these contrasting examples of camps 
and settlements is a strange feeling connected to 
globalization that goes beyond the Global Soul. Iyer's 
many encounters help me to suggest a sort of 
homesick dislocation that has three common points: 
a dissolving attachment to national and cultural 
affiliations, a simultaneously increasing reliance on 
technology, and an uneven distribution of oppor-
tunity, control, and freedom. 6 For Iyer, the feeling 
is not escapist, but rather it forms a type of existential 
jet lag that affects him and the people he meets. In 
airports and in flights, he feels under the influence 
of "the wonder drug of displacement" but that 
"something else comes loose;' in him; he :feels "left 
either skating giddily, heart wide open, on the surface 
of oneself" or he "feel[s] mysteriously clogged 
somehow, heart-high in mud" (59-60). This illumi-
nating confusion does make sense, though. Iyer 
talks .to a wide range of p~ople trying to figure out 
their evolving feelings for home and, by talking to 
fruit vendors, refugees, and international business-
people, he senses that global travelers feel both giddy 
and lost, ready to meet anybody and yet fearful of 
each test. Travel for the Global Soul provokes guilt, 
even as it provides a sense of freedom. It is not the 
sort of transcendental desire "to be at home every-
where" (N ovalis qtd. in Lukacs) or the desire for 
completeness and unity between "the world and the 
self" that Georg Lukacs describes in The Theory of 
the Novel (29). No such completeness exists in the 
rubric of today's globalization. Instead, global 
homesickness is a comparative feeling of being 
continually between national pasts and global futures. 
In other words, Iyer's Global Soul suggests a type of 
homesickness that tracks the mobility and commu-
nications of today. Instead of a vague desire to visit 
some specific place, global homesickness is longing 
based on both broken and newly invented commu-
nication circuits. 
In Homesickness ( 2011), historian Susan J. Matt 
writes that examining modern-day homesickness 
reveals a central irony about global culture: home-
sickness is said to be disappearing, but it is actually 
increasing. She correctly argues that the increase in 
electronic communication has increased homesick-
ness because constant communication reinforces 
the knowledge that a person or place that is currently 
missed and desired is not available: "The immediacy 
that phones and the Internet provide means that 
those away from home can know exactly what they 
are missing and when it is happening" (259). While 
familiarity is heightened by increased connectivity, 
a parallel and increasing need to stay connected 
means that the familiarity requires relentless updat-
ing. Iyer says he feels "drawn into this world" that 
blends technology and movement, an environment 
exemplified by his friend's elite business world. Iyer 
can contact his high school friend Richard by calling 
him in several ways: "he gave me his number in 
Tokyo and his office number in Tokyo. He gave me 
his fax number 'at home: his fax number 'at the 
office' and his home and office numbers in Hong 
Kong:' but with knowing irony Iyer says, in the end, 
after writing down more voicemail numbers and 
email addresses, he had no room in his address book 
for Richard's name ( 113). Instead of absence making 
the heart grow fonder, something different but related 
occurs: increased electronic familiarity and connec-
tion (through email, texting, video chats, social 
media updates, phone calls, etc.) propel more desire 
for more contact. Increased connection magnifies 
homesickness; the repeated recognition of absence 
makes the heart grow fonder, not the absence itself. 
Iyer's writing reflects his fascination with three 
central question marks of our current iteration of 
globalization: security, freedom, and identity. He 
realizes that an "airport state of mind" can occur in 
which "we have nothing to hold our identities in 
place" (62). Iyer positions himselflike a traveler, but 
a traveler who is neither coming nor going-he is 
merely observing others. He is not trying to put 
himself in their sho~s; he is trying to figure out the 
transformations of those who pass through thresh-
olds and become refugees, migrants, or tycoons, 
and so he spends a lot of time in the Arrival Hall in 
LAX. He assumes that" [ m] ost of the souls around ... 
looked· to be recent immigrants, dressed to show 
off their ease in their new homes" (63), but he is 
guessing as he ponders that arriving passengers are 
"gazing towards the customs door as towards some 
fragment of their past" (63). How does he know 
such details? He admits he is trying to fold his own 
experience into the briefest of impressions. Iyer's 
effort to put his finger on global feelings for home 
is a reminder of the ethical quandary of assuming 
the marketplace will heal. For example, Iyer asks an 
Ethiopian waitress working at the Homesick Bakery 
in LAX if she liked LA: 
Well enough she said in elegant, reticent English; 
she'd actually been here now for seven years. 
She must miss her home, I said, knowing that 
the shopping centers of LA are thick with places 
like the Homesick Bakery. 
She nodded sadly; she missed it bitterly, 
she said. 
"But I can't go home:' 
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"Why not?" I said, still smiling. 
"Because they killed my family. Two years 
back. They killed my father; they killed my 
brother:' (77) 
Iyer proves he knows less than he imagines and still 
he forges on to write about these homesick feelings. 
He learns that the Ethiopian woman's family had 
been killed by Tigreans, and earlier he had met 
Tigrean immigrants in LA. He does not know if 
they, too, had been persecuted. In Collateral Damage 
(2011), the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman conveys 
the idea that in the equation of freedom versus 
security, it is security, or insecurity, that is much 
more powerful (18-21). Safe habitation and the 
avoidance ·of helplessness arrive from strong con-
nections between laws and policies, between markets 
and opportunities (65). Violence can only be avoided 
by reconciling peace, profit, safe housing, and the 
avoidance of humiliation and repression; in short, 
mixing peoples from diasporas without ranking and 
·with compromise could help alleviate the violence 
in places like Ethiopia and even LA ( witness the 
riots of 1992).7 
Iyds 'airport state of mind' changes when, late 
in the book, he leaves LAX and encounters a security 
emergency in a Japanese airport. At the immigration 
desk of the Kansai International Airport outside of 
Kyoto, Iyer is reminded "of how little [he] belong[s] 
here" (275). The authorities, he senses, recognize a 
problem: he is "a foreigner who neither lives nor 
works here, yet seems to spend most of his time here; 
an alien who's clearly of Asian ancestry, yet brandishes 
a British passport; a postmodern riddle who seems 
to fit into none of the approved categories" (275). 
He is asked a series of questions, which he passes, 
then his luggage is inspected, and when an unmarked 
red tablet appears in his luggage ("Sudafed antiallergy 
medicine"), he realizes he has failed some test. 
Iyer failed because of an unmarked, but legal, 
allergy medication, a failure catalyzed by his unclear 
·-I .. 
national and cultural affiliation. And he soon finds 
himself "down to [his]. underpants" surrounded by 
seven officials. The physical search does not reveal 
more drugs, and so he is asked a barrage of questions. 
His intelligence, elite schooling, and his ability to 
verbally articulate his story of why he is in Japan 
enable him to finally pass. He summarizes his plight: 
"What concerns the Japanese, obviously, is just that 
I'm a Global Soul, a full~time citizen of nowhere, 
and, more sp@cifically, one who looks exactly the 
kind of person who threatens to destroy their civic 
harmony" (277-78). In this personal scene, Iyer 
leaves his reportage style behind and writes using a 
first-person account woven with reflections on how 
others see him-instead of how he sees others. Even· 
with this style change, even in the most dangerous 
moment in the book, Iyer does not panic. He does 
not panic because he passes. 
I borrow the metaphors "anchor" and "root" 
from Bauman's Does Ethics Have a Chance in a World 
of Consumers? (2008) in order to further describe 
the types of feelings of attachment and adjustment 
that Iyer raises in his narrative, especially as they 
circulate through global and radical homesickness, 
especially as 'uneven developments' (see Warwick 
Research Collective) combine to separate him from 
the others he tries to understand. In his nearly frantic 
effort to explore homesickness and the Global Soul, 
he attends to what the Warwick Research Collective 
says should be considered when examining world 
literature: the "modes of spatio-temporal compres-
sion, its juxtaposition of asynchronous orders and 
levels of historical experience, its barometric indi-
cations of invisible forces acting from a distance on 
the local and familiar" ( 17). The ideas of mysterious 
interconnections and dislocations on a personal 
level permeate Iyer's impressions. 
The individuals Iyer writes about may want to 
weigh anchor and drift until finding another, more 
compelling port to connect with temporarily. Once 
finding such a port, a person can drop anchor, 
knowing that he or she can move again without 
affecting the surrounding community. Upon drop-
ping anchor, a person does not equate the system 
of attachment to their identity; or, as Bauman 
explains, "anchors are only tools that facilitate the 
ship's temporary attachment to or detachment from 
a place, and by themselves they do not define the 
ship's qualities and capabilities" (Does Ethics 19). 
The global airport, such as LAX or Kansai, is a 
particular place where the narrative of weighing 
anchor transforms the traveler into a visitor or 
foreigner or something else. 
Dropping anchor is different from the metaphors. 
of "putting down roots" or "uprootinf' Uprooting 
requires moving some soil and the root system to a 
new location. According to Bauman, "roots are part 
of the plant's design and predetermined shape-there 
is no possibility that any other type of plant will 
grow from them'' (Does Ethics 19). The focus here 
on embedding and disembedding requires a brief 
examination of dislocation and overconsumption. 
What are the possible costs and benefits to such 
ease of homesteading and its attendant global 
homesickness? One cost is an unknown quantity of 
stability or the loss of some established relationship(s) 
to family, friends, home, neighborhood, region, and 
nation. The benefit of such ease of dislocation and 
remaking the home ( weighing anchor) is that feelings 
of global homesickness may catalyze decisions to 
include others into such a newly remade home. In 
other words, global homesickness may pull others 
into one's orbit; it may act to bind diverse assortments 
of people together who may not do so if they were 
rooted. Global homesickness may enable quick 
adjustment and free one to invite others into one's 
home, allowing for the ability to understand more 
people. Iyer's attention latches onto everyone: airport 
workers, passengers, and officials. Readers get the 
feeling that he simply cannot get at "the center of 
poignancy;' those spaces where microscopic events 
occur, where soul transformations occur, where 
events are pinched by global events (53). He doesn't 
understand the 1~oots. Global homesickness leads to 
many relationships, but these relationships are 
unequal; globalization does not guarantee even 
distributions of power, and expanding one's own 
home may be a forceful intrusion into another's. 
The unprecedented freedom to traverse national 
borders and set up his home anywhere is present in 
Iyer, but it is incorrect to -assume that the global elite 
are the only people who travel through international 
airports. Flying is a fact oflife for many in the middle 
class and, according to Dan Reed's Forbes report, 
45% of adults in the U.S. flew in 2015. People who 
make up'the middle and upper classes are the pri-
mary, but not only, sufferers of global homesickness. 
Global homesickness does not equate with financial 
freedom, as homesickness is individually felt and 
unevenly distributed. Bauman indicates that " [ t ]p,e 
collateral victim of the leap to the consumerist 
rendition of freedom is the Other" and, with this in 
mind, it seems that Iyer's Global Soul project places 
a great deal of importance on freedom from rela-
tionships, even as it supposes freedom from the 
constraints of place (Does Ethics 52-53). But hold 
on, doesn't such freedom also mean widening one's 
circle? Doesn't such a traveler-a person who may 
enjoy this feeling of drifting, global homesickness-
want to gain a new sense of his or her self by joining 
and inviting others into his or her new home? So, 
Bauman's negative appraisal of ad hoc identity 
building should be tempered by the notion that Iyer 
seeks to continue his self-narrative by living in new 
uncertainties; and "uncertainty is;' according to 
Bauman, "the home ground for the moral person" 
(Does Ethics 63, emphasis removed). 
Iyer is adept at trying to put his finger on the 
feeling of being between: between states and between 
identities. And his global homesickness, catalyzed 
by travels and airports, enables him to reflect on the 
slippery problems of weighing anchor or rooting 
his identity. But when he briefly reflects on the 
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airport workers, on those who may not have the 
right national or educational or work affiliations, 
readers sense that homesickness can be a fleeting 
feeling of yearning or dislocation, or it can be a 
long-term distress as evinced by the Ethiopian 
waitress at the airport's Homesick Bakery. 
3. 
Radical Homesickness 
What if Iyer did not have this power to reclaim a 
sense of self or a formal, approved hybrid sense of 
national belonging? Iyer has done well to outline 
the slippages that occur in globalization's market 
realities, and he casts a keen eye on disparate stories 
of those caught in the realization of the impossibility 
of returning home. Next, I turn to a narrative that 
follows one person's account of being barred from 
returning home to Iran and being barred from 
making a new ho~e in a new country, Great Britain. 
This example is more destabilizing than global 
homesickness, though it shares some of its charac-
teristics. I use the term radical homesickness to 
describe this type of homesickness. 
Consider the following story. In 1988, Mehran 
Karimi Nasseri, an Iranian exile, entered England 
without a passport-his papers were in his briefcase, 
which he says was stolen-and he was subsequently 
returned to France and stuck in the Charles de Gaulle 
airport for sixteen years. His story, very much altered, 
was immortalized in the Spielberg film The Terminal 
(2004), and his story was also made into books, 
short stories, and an opera.8 In 2004, Nasseri pub-
lished his memoir, The Terminal Man, under his 
new name, Sir Alfred Mehran, with assistance from 
the author Andrew Donkin; this memoir forms a 
dark mirror to Iyer's The Global Soul. While Iyer's 
personal account presents seven chapters of his 
reflections on a changing world, Mehran presents 
a 22-chapter memoir that includes diary extracts, 
interviews with newspaper reporters, court docu-
ments of his case with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), historical 
asides about Iran, and brief notes on the airport 
environment. Above all, though, his account takes 
a highly personal look at his childhood, his father's 
death, his search for his mother's true identity, his 
disinheritance from his family and from Iran, his 
protracted court case with The Hague, and especially 
his day-to-day existence in the airport. Mehran's 
style is kaleidoscopic and terse; it is descriptive, but 
it contains few interior reflections on his own feelings 
or explorations of why he made certain decisions. 
This memoir sets out to tell a story that does not 
applaud globalization or international travel; instead 
it reveals what happens when a person fails citizen-
ship tests or when a person is barred from taking-
many of the tests. 
Philippe Bargain, Mehran's longtime friend and 
a physician who worked at the Charles du Gaulle 
airport, told New York Times reporter Suzanne Daley 
in 1999 that, after so many years, it would be dan-
gerous and difficult to remove Mehran from the 
airport. "He will have to be weaned from the airport:' 
reported Bargain, "like an addict reallf' The word 
"addict;' although powerful, is inaccurate. Mehran 
is not an addict; but rather he may be radically · 
homesick. He was forced to remake himself and to 
survive in a public space that afforded little privacy 
or security. Against the odds, Mehran put down 
roots in the airport, and the thought ofleaving any 
established home, especially a home that he had to 
fight to secure for nearly seventeen years, can be 
profoundly difficult. Of course, many travelers get 
stranded at global airports, but few write and publish 
their stories. For example, Zahra Kamalfar and her 
two children were trying to escape persecution in 
their-home country of Iran in 2007, and they were 
detained by German authorities who sent them back 
to the Sheremetyevo International Airport outside 
of Moscow. According to a CBC News report, she 
was able to reunite with some of her family in 
Vancouver after eleven months.9 
The etymology of the word radical is "of the 
root;' and commonly it is used to describe someone 
who wants to reform a political party or someone 
who wants change. These definitions help me to 
theorize this type of homesickness. Radical home-
sickness is catalyzed by problems with one's home 
that are more serious, more destabilizing than thos~ 
associated with global homesickness, though these 
two types of homesickness share basic characteristics. 
These two types are not rigid: global homesickness 
can drift into radical homesickness. And a person 
can emerge from radical homesickness and form 
new, possibly better, possibly more sustainable, 
relationships to home. Radical homesickness feels 
like. one's roots are being cut; in such a situation, 
one cannot move the anchor to another port. Global 
homesickness connotes anchors, ports, and mobility; 
radical homesickness connotes cutting roots, severing 
contacts, and barring someone from establishing 
home-as-system. 
In his earlier book Liquid Times (2007), Bauman 
repeatedly warns that the dramatic increase of 
refugees is a sign that the twin concepts-insecurity 
and freedom-are having a disastrous effect on 
vulnerable populations. The problem of consumption 
and waste as capitalistic theorem has c~eated the 
problem of "redundant" populations: "Perhaps the 
sole thriving industry in the lands of the latecomers 
( deviously and often deceitfully dubbed 'developing 
countries') is the mass production of refugees" (33). 
Both before his sixteen years in de Gaulle and during 
his time there, Mehran's past accords with the idea 
of refugees getting "mass" -produced via global forces. 
In The Terminal Man; Mehran writes that he was 
born in an extra-national, British-owned zone in 
Masjed Soleiman, in western Iran, where his father 
was a doctor for the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 
(21-24). Mehran was sent to college in London, and 
there he took part in a demonstration against the 
Shah (36-39). A photo ofMehran at the demonstra-
t1on made it to Savak, the Iranian security force, 
similar to the CIA, and upon his attempt to visit 
family in Iran, he was jailed. Shortly after, his parents 
rejected and disinherited him and, after he was 
tortured, a Savak officer released him, saying, "You 
will be given an immigration passport, which is 
valid for just one year. You are forbidden to return 
to Iran'' (49). The passport test and each airport's 
rules for security and freedom connect to a specific 
historical context. In this case, the context is the 
very long history of oil rights and disputes in north-
ern Iran that began during the First World War. 
Mehran's case is so extraordinary because in 
the airport he was not a hostage, not detained, and, 
because he had lost his papers, not quite a refugee; 
yet he was immobilized. He could, in fact, leave the 
airport, but if authorities ever questioned him, he 
would not have been able to show them any official 
papers, and this circumstance would land him in 
prison. And breaking the law would then set in 
motion a chain reaction in which he would be 
powerless to prove his national origin, his identity. 
The end result of an arrest would be that he would 
lose his right to receive a new set of UNHCR refugee 
papers. In sum, his entry into France or England 
was barred; arid though he was a confirmed refugee 
according to the UNHCR, with records in Belgium, 
he was also barred from going to The Hague to get 
a new set of refugee papers. Not only was Mehran 
disinherited from country and family, his loss of 
refugee papers erased his identity so much that he 
encouraged people to call him by a name that 
someone in the airport had once called him by 
mistake: Sir Alfred, Charles de Gaulle Airport: 
"When I arrived at the airport I was Mehran Karimi 
Nasseri ... Now I am Sir Alfred Mehran'' (221). 
According to Bauman, "identities exist today 
solely in the process of continuous renegotiation. 
Identity formation, or more correctly their re-for-
mation, turns into a lifelong task, never comple_te; 
at no moment of life is the identity 'final"' (Does 
Ethics 13). Mehran has been forced to leave the 
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organizing structures of college, family, and nation 
and has had to recast himself and his new home as 
a new world-system; the routine of daily living has 
been harshly circumscribed. How did he survive? 
The short answer is special airport places helped 
him to survive: places for resting, cleaning, eating, 
meeting people; and getting mail. But are these 
functional spaces enough? With its sterile, commer-
cialized hallways, the Charles de Gaulle airport does 
provide some conveniences, but it is hardly a place 
to call home. Further, it is a "non-place;' a term 
coined by Marc Auge, which he defines as a place 
that is difficult to integrate into more stable struc-
tures, such as houses or churches; a non-place is 
negotiated through administrative and technical 
language ( 63-64). Auge is careful to emphasize that 
non-places are actual, real places, but they are plac:es 
of transition, transportation, and frontier. Along 
with supermarkets and highways, Auge says that 
the airport epitomizes the non-place. Clearly then, 
Terminal 1 of Charles de Gaulle is a non-place; it is 
certainly not meant to be a residence. That said, the 
airport is densely populated, and it holds some of 
the necessary functions for living ( eating and com-
municating); Mehran remade this non-place into a 
place, a home. 
Near the beginning of his narrative, a journalist 
asked Mehran how he survives, and he replies that: 
"In the beginning some members of the 
Lufthansa staff gave me food vouchers so I had 
a regular meal every day. Other companies as 
well, like Aer Lingus. They were very kind. 
Sometimes I earned some money by doing jobs 
for people in the airport, like translating when 
someone can't speak a language. Lately, I have 
money from television and film companies. So 
I can survive:' (11) 
The implied answer to how he survived is not money; 
rather, it is the kindness of the people who see him 
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(?n a daily basis. Strangers have become part of his 
relationship network. Even in his radical homesick-
ness, strangers helped him rebuild the idea of home 
through conversation: "I have many visitors. Many 
people asking questions" (9). But when asked about 
his home network, the network that readers may 
assume he had contacted to help him leave the airport, 
he says "'I don't have any family; They are lost"' ( 13). 
His narrative becomes part of the way he rebuilds a 
new sort of family network ( especially with the help 
of Dr. Bargain), and he begins to make his non-place 
into a home. He is not a writer in residence, like Iyer, 
but, ironically, he alludes to selling his story to Steven 
Spielberg for an unknown sum. 10 
Mehran often inserts conversations and inter- -
view extracts to reveal his daily routine and to make 
his story believable. Early in the narrative, he talks 
to a radio reporter from Tasmania, Australia. Her 
questions enable Mehran to frame his narrative in 
a complex way, with the appeal of reportage: 
"I understand you've been here for quite a 
while?" 
I nod. "Fifteen years:' 
"Fifteen years? And the whole time you've 
been ... " 
"Here:' I point to the red bench. 
"Did you know you're quite famous? asks 
the woman. 
I say yes. (8-9) 
By the fourth time that he utilizes this structural 
element of including extracts of his own interviews, 
readers realize that these interviews are not a one-off; 
they are continuous. And even if the interviews 
provide a source of companionship, care, and food, 
they are also intrusive; Mehran cannot evade the 
constant stream of travelers and curious reporters. 
The frontispiece to his book rings true: Sir Alfred 
Mehran "has become the most famous homeless 
person in the world:' 
An important and yet confusing anecdote arises 
in response to a reporter's question, "How did you 
come to be- stuck here? In the airport?": 
I tell her that in 1987 I was passing through 
Gare du Nord station, on my way to the airport 
to. catch a flight to England ... I was standing on 
the platform waiting for a train when I was 
mugged and my documents were stolen from 
my bag. I came to Charles de Gaulle anyway 
and caught my flight to London; in those days 
you could get on a plane without a passport, 
but you needed one at the other end. The 
authorities in London refused to allow me entry 
to the UK and I was returned straight back to 
Charles de Gaulle. ( 10) 
Mehran repeats himself in instructive ways. He 
repeats certain personal stories word-for-word and 
some with subtle variations ( each one is labeled 
"Diary extract" with a specific date). His early diary 
extracts are from his childhood in Iran; some are 
from college in England; and some are from his 
years after being exiled from Iran as an adult, wan-
dering Europe, trying to regain his official papers. 
Mehran not only wants to get these papers; he also 
struggles to make sense out of his memories, espe-
cially memories of his parents. Mehran is not exactly 
sure who his parents were, nor exactly where he was 
born-his "point of origin'' (146.) 
But, the most intriguing and most important 
repetition centers on the quoted story above. 
Concerning the singular catastrophe of his missing 
refugee papers, he says several times that they were 
stolen in 1987: "A thief took them at Gare du Nord. 
Mugging" (79). He repeats the circumstances of 
their disappearance four times, each with slight · 
alterations; two of these repetitions end with the 
parenthetical aside: "(None ofthis really happened)" 
(80, 140). Mehran's narrative loops around his story, 
as if trying to get it right, like a plane circling the 
airport, waiting for the right moment to land. 
Surprisingly, midway through his narrative, he says, 
with some embarrassment, that, in fact, he did not 
lose his refugee papers; he mailed them back to 
Belgium in a fit of jubilation and confusion, just as 
he was about to enter the U.K.: 
I put the envelope into the box, hold it half in 
and half out for just a second, and then push it 
inside .. .I am in Engiand and I will soon have 
revealed to me my point of origin. I am in 
England, and soon I will be [sic] British citizen. 
(146) 
It may be difficult for readers to comprehend that 
just at the moment when his offieial papers could 
lead him to more official papers ( enabling him to 
reside permanently in the U.K.), he decides to mail 
his refugee papers back to Belgium. Why would he 
do this? It seems to go against his goal, and his 
decision leads him back to the Charles de Gaulle 
airport, paperless. Perhaps he was overcome with 
conflicting feelings of his past impinging on his 
thoughts for the future. Where would he live? What 
would he do? Would living in England help him 
research and find his true "point of origin''? And in 
that confusing feeling about home and identity-
radical homesickness-he makes a decision that had 
the effect of barring him from the home he sought. 
My reading of this scene of contestation leads 
me to believe that he keeps telling the scene of the 
stolen briefcase over and over as a way to rqnake 
himself, to re-narrate his self, to reconfigure his 
identity in the way he now wishes it had all happened. 
He wants to rewrite his story. Further, without his 
official papers in a zone in which official papers are 
the primary currency, he loses what John Torpey 
calls the "embrace" that states provide to its citizens 
who possess the proper paperwork. Rather than rely 
on the imagery of official or governmental "pene-
tration;' Torpey in The Invention of the Passport 
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prefers the term 'embrace' as it connotes the idea that 
states surround citizens with a host of benefits and 
controls ( 11). What is distressing about the metaphor 
of embrace is that those ·outside the official embrace 
of a nation seem excluded in a particular way. They 
are forgotten and denied any legal border crossing 
because the state usually detains those without the 
embrac~ of official papers. Such an embrace-always 
uneven, still requiring future tests-enables one to 
access national infrastructure, but outside of the 
embrace, the rules disappear, care disappears. 
At the end of his story, Mehran has successfully 
reinforced the idea that his red bench in Terminal 
1 had become a makeshift living room in which 
visitors, filmmakers, and interviewers would talk 
with him. He accumulates few possessions, but his 
most important ones are the many file boxes in 
which he keeps his diaries and legal documents 
related to his efforts to permanently settle in the 
U.K.: "There are four thousand sheets of past years' 
diaries in the Lufthansa storage boxes" (12). His 
personal notes and diary extracts have metamor-
. phased into a quasi-official set of papers; again, he 
is writing his own story as a way to narrate and 
re-narrate and reconsolidate who he is becoming. 
His massive diary collection acts as unsecured anchor. 
The diaries are physical markers of home-like 
furniture, they act as a border between home and 
not-home, they are a resource for his ongoing project 
of homemaking, and five Lufthansa boxes are clearly 
seen in the cover photo of his book. 
Though Iyer and Mehran are very different, 
their writing shares an ironic similarity in terms of 
re-inscribing i.dentity. Iyer needs to write about his 
airport experiences because his time spent in them 
has influenced his job as a professional travel 
writer-especially his views on global flows of people 
and how freely they can connect and disconnect. 
Mehran is compelled to write about his court case, 
his continual passport/papers test, and his past; he 
writes thousands of pages of himself, weaving 
together homesickness and globalization's costs; all 
that writing is a struggle to re-categorize himself, 
to combat the labels ascribed to him: stateless and 
homeless. Iyer's writing absorbs airport experiences 
into the Global Soul's changing world in order to 
explore how to make himself and others comfortable 
with globalization's mysteries (291). Mehran's writing 
tries to absorb the airport experience and refugee 
experience into his own Global Soul; he leaves readers 
with a global mystery that he relives each day: "It is 
not a usual proposition to sleep in an airport, but it 
is only for one night" (254). 
Mehran's detention is a continuous, dizzying 
set of impossible tests that put passing in view but 
just out of reach. He does not describe ideal notions· 
of citizenship or theorize about the freedom of air 
travel. Instead, readers glimpse small details about 
his difficult daily routines that include securing 
bodily needs, legal and financial support, brief 
friendships, and possible future affiliations in a 
remarkably public space with no privacy. One central 
difference between their homesickness types is that 
while Iyer reflects on the very process of how he 
thinks and how other Global Souls travel and think, 
Mehran rarely plumbs his own feelings. Mehran 
appears to struggle with the truth, with events, with 
perspnal history, and with his inability to pass tests. 
Though his narrative has modern and postmodern 
tendencies of pastiche and repetition and changes 
from third- to second-person narration, he does not 
use stream of consciousness or reflect into the interior 
flow of his ideas and how they are formed. He rarely 
considers how he feels, but he expertly observes his 
activities, he includes ·extracts ofletters others have 
sent to him, he records conversations that he has 
with journalists and filmmakers, and he documents 
his possessions such as th.e cups on his table near 
the Bye Bye Bar: 
I put the sachet of salt into the plastic drinking 
cup on my table, so that now inside the cup are: 
two McDonald's drinking straws in their paper 
wrappers, three sachets of sugar, two sachets of 
salt, two sachets.of pepper, one sachet of ketchup, 
and three sets of a plastic knife, fork, spoon and 
napkin, each sealed in a clear plastic wrapper. 
My collection of straws and soda tops are hidden 
behind my bench where they are safe. (253) 
Why is this vivid description important? At first 
glance, it might be hard to consider that this stash 
of salt and straws could be connected to homesick-
ness. But, in fact, this description is a window into 
radical homesickness; here Mehran provides a deeply 
personal view of his domestic space and the fragile 
sense of property and safety that he experiences 
non-stop. These may seem trivial objects, but for 
Mehran they are part of his s11:-all, exposed home, 
and he must guard them against the constant threat 
of theft or loss. So, when we read the last line, we 
know that thoughts of personal safety take up a great 
deal ofMehran's time. He is friendly and approach-
abl~, it seems, but he is constantly surveilled, con-
stantly without privacy. The lights and fountains 
and announcements run 24 hours a day. Just pre-
ceding the salt and straw paragraph, Mehran asks 
the reader: 
Perhaps you are reading this book on a 
train? Perhaps you are sitting in a park? Perhaps 
you are in a library? I do not know where you 
are reading it. But wherever you are, you can 
k11ow that right now, at this very moment, as 
your eyes are reading these words across the 
page-as you read this word, that word, this 
word-you can know that I am here sitting on 
my red bench from the Bye Bye Bar, in the middle 
· of Charles de Gaulle airport, waiting to leave. 
Passengers are reminded to keep their per-
sonal baggage with them at all times. ( Original 
emphasis 252) 
This example is stunning and brilliant in its pointed 
use of "you" to conjure up a reader and a friend, a 
person who he knows exists but will never meet. It 
is an unexpected flourish that shows how Mehran 
can provide- an insight into how he processes 
thoughts, especially his fear of a lack of security; 
this scene suggests that insecurity may be responsible 
for his use of a narrative style that reveals scenes 
and descriptions but few emotional reflections or 
instances of stream of consciousness. 
· Readers of Mehran's memoir will likely be 
shocked to learn that he rejected the help of officials 
who finally offered him the necessary papers that 
would give him his dream oflegal citizenship. Near 
the end of The Terminal Man, his friend and physi-
cian, Dr. Bargain, says: 
"Alfred, you have your papers now. When 
you are ready, you can sign them, and then you 
can leave here and you can go home:' 
Passengers are reminded to keep their per-
sonal baggage with them at all times. 
"Do you understand?" 
I nod, but really it is Dr Bargain who does 
not understand that I am already home. 
(Original emphasis 228) 
Perhaps readers should not be shocked at his refusal. 
He is not lost but instead building and writing and 
establishing an unlikely, insecure, but possible 
home. 11 
Both types _of homesickness result in varying 
degrees of perceptual disorientation. A person who 
feels global homesickness is disoriented in terms of 
affiliation but is often able to re-narrate the self into 
coherence. A person who feels radical homesickness 
may re-narrate the self according to more disori-
enting story structures. Connected to this disorien-
tation is the idea of submission. Not only does the 
global traveler submit to the humiliation of the 
security li;e with the scanner, the pat-down, the 
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pen-light check on the official papers, the signature 
on the ticket, the baggage inspection, the intrusive 
loudspeaker repeatedly hailing travelers to guard 
'their personal baggage; the declarations, and all the 
attending anxieties of doing something wrong ( either 
knowingly or unknowingly), but also the passenger 
submits an '1;pplication for permission to travel across 
borders. At first, the many clicks on a website begin 
the process of asserting identity and legality. Th.e 
passenger continues to submit (to apply) once inside 
the terminal. Financial and physical applications 
become, in the terminal; a performance, a bal-
let consisting of many different gr_oups and 
· choreographed rituals-all of which are meant to 
do one thing: assert and reinforce, or question and 
disma.11.tle the traveler's identity. Baumads reflection 
on modern globalization is apt: "There is no radical 
cure, at any rate, because the _efforts of identity 
formation veer uneasily, as they must, between the 
two equally central human values of freedom and 
security" (Does Ethics 13). Consequently, no clear, 
unassailable, or final comfort is guaranteed. And so, 
in the face of the ongoing project of individual 
struggle in a market economy, Mehran seems to 
integrate radical homesickness into a way of per-
ceiving the airport community, sorting and slotting 
his diary extracts and all the constant demands for 
interviews into a larger narrative that reconfigures 
his idea of self. In this way, radical homesickness, 
at once ironically self-generating and self-question-
ing, can act as an orientation point that may guide 
one to say, as Mehran does, "I know where I am. I 
am in Terminal One, Charles de Gaulle airport" 
(239), or it may guide one to question the plausibility 
ofattaining any authentic sense of belonging based 
on· mere desire and paper passports. 
Global and radical homesickness are not feelings 
that simply reflect the security apparatus, though. 
Instead, these two types of homesickness represent 
the self's mechanism that aids in the never-ending 
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process of narrating, reconstituting, reflecting on, 
and re-remembering where he or she is going to and 
coming from. The distance between this idea of going 
to and coining from is highlighted at the airport and 
other institutions in which combined and uneven 
forms of globalization are at work. Radical home-
sickness occurs when those points become blurred 
or when the idea of any return home is barred. 
Mehran's experience highlights the capacity to adapt 
and carry on in the face of years of rejection; perhaps 
his radical homesickness will someday bend toward 
a less destabilizing feeling of global homesickness. 
For Iyer and Mehran, home is not straightfor-
ward. There is always a center of poignancy that is 
partly physical, like a collection of actual paper -
diaries, and partly memory, like the internalized 
stories. Put_ another way, the soul that Iyer sees as 
glo:bal may be a futuristic bent on what Emerson 
sees as the interconnections between individuals. 
In "Friendship;' Emerson reinforces how conversa-
tions and friends create imagination and lasting 
bonds of life: "In good company, the individuals 
merge their egotism into a social soul exactly co-ex:.. 
tensive with the several consciousnesses there 
present'' (119). Mehran's interviews, the film crews, 
the airport workers, and the passengers all helped 
him to create ·a sense of self that was substantially a 
social soul. Both writers highlight the operation of 
the social soul in a globalized world but from different 
perspectives. Iyer provides a lens to zoom in and 
zoom out in order to read th~ global pulse of com-
munities, some anchored, some rooted, some drifting. 
Mehran provides us with a distorted perspective, a 
view of a prison-like home that is cage and fishbowl 
and still a recognizable place most of us have seen, 
experienced, and passed through. 
4.Coda 
The complications of gender, race, and class cannot 
be adequately explored by my two examples, though 
they shine a light on important inequalities of classes 
and nationalisms. With this apology in mind, I want 
to nod, briefly, to one last airport memoir. 
In Hannah Palmer's Flight Path: A Search for 
Roots Beneath the World's Busiest Airport (2017), 
she describes her move back to Atlanta in 2009 
and her decision to visit her previous homes in the 
area. She finds that " [ e ]very house I had ever lived 
in had been destroyed" (10). Palmer's new job as 
a large-scale blueprint copy specialist reveals a 
constant stream of business for airport blueprints. 
She sees the future mapped out before her as she 
reproduces plans for the parcel:--buying, negotia-
tions, compensations, and eventual destruction of 
neighborhoods such as Mountain View, College 
Park, Hapeville, and her own neighborhood Forest 
Park (24). The airport is an engine of growth, but 
it is also the "eraser" that wipes out neighborhood 
after neighborhood (27). 
Palmer is not trapped inside an international 
airport like Mehran nor consumed with figuring 
out how people work in and move through airports 
like Iyer. Instead, she works in the airport's shadow, 
trying to avoid falling victim to its desire for more 
land. She writes her· story as a way to reckon with 
her loss of so many homes, so her homesickness is 
a productive encounter with ghosts of homes and 
visits to people who were once neighbors but are 
now scattered. 
The book's 21 chapters focus on the places that 
were once distinct from the airport but are now 
covered by the airport. Palmer interviews people 
displaced by the ·airport and also reveals the history 
of the airport, which is the busiest in the world and 
the region's largest employer. The airport has gained 
this reputation because it moves the most planes 
efficiently, which means it has consumed so much 
land that planes have many runways, and this 
duplication of runways means fewer take--:off queues. 
Flight Path does not provide an insider's view of the 
airport; instead, it offers an outsider's perspective 
of how the airport grew, how the city planners and 
voters enabled the growth, how the giant corporations 
moved in to take advantage of the airport, and how 
. the different classes of workers who cater to the 
airport succeed and suffer in its wake. Readers are 
left with an uneasy mystery: which neighborhood 
will be the next to be erased? 
This memoir sits between Iyer's and Mehran's. 
Palmer is free to enter and leave the airport. That 
said, she is captured by the airport's existential gravity 
and her own reckoning with her past as she tries to 
find a sense of self next to an airport that is constantly 
evolving. Flight Path exhibits moments of both global 
homesickness (some are compensated for leaving 
· their home) and radical homesickness ( some have 
their homes repossessed after losing their airport 
jobs). A specific place of residence that becomes a 
house is formed over time, and Palmer says that 
"houses defined one's sense of a personal timeline" 
( 182) and exploring the decisions that turn a house 
into a red dot (meaning it is marked for removal) 
is as important as discerning the feelings of home-
sickness that link people to places and identities. 
By raising these threads attached to homesick-
ness, I've endeavored to explore just how important 
home is to identity. The method that I've sketched 
here begins with home as idea and place, explores 
narrative techniques and constraints, and makes 
use of metaphors that emplace the feelings for home 
such as anchor, root, and eraser. Finally, by examining 
the decisions made in the grip of homesickness, 
readers can take note of how people invite others 
into the home or bar people from entering. 
I want to encourage readers to focus on the 
home as a much broader construct. The family, the 
workplace, the neighborhood, the streets ( or the 
terminals), the spaces of play, the kitchens, and the 
meeting zones (such as Mehran's Bye Bye Bar) must 
be accounted for not as symptoms of global capital 
articles I 27 
but as their own detailed event/place. Homesickness, 
as I've conceived it, has manifold possibilities. A 
person who feels the distress of homesickness can 
move outward or inward even within the confines 
of international air travel laws by writing or speaking 
stories. In this way, homesickness, a critical home-
sickness, can be aligned with how people can improve 
their idea of home, their real home, in terms of 
decisions about whom to include. Iyer, Mehran, and 
Palmer want to include others in their narratives of 
home, and this accords with Martha Nussbaum's 
idea of a capabilities approach to helping those 
marginalized or discriminated against. 12 Though 
catalyzed by globalization, or by the loss of a home 
or a loved one, the feeling of homesickness compels 
us to rethink home and reconsolidate the self with 
others in mind; thus it is a feeling that helps people 
seek self-definition and self-value. Homesickness is 
not a retrograde desire for the old way; it is always 
about the future; it is about where we can live, who 
we want live with, and how we choose to live. •MLS 
NOTES 
Critical work on homesickness and nostalgia ( these terms are often studied together or collapsed) tends 
to fall into four categories. Critics such as Fredric Jameson reads nostalgia as a politically tinged and 
an improper, repressive use of history; see Austin, Dames, Lasch, and Santesso. A second category reads 
nostalgia as a repressive type of homesickness that entails domestic and gender dynamics; see Kaplan, 
George, and Christopher Reed. A third category of critics reads nostalgia as part of historical and 
cultural moments, much like Raymond Williams's idea of "Keywords"; homesickness and nostalgia -
alter with the cultural landscape in this category; see Davis, Prow, Hutcheon, Matt, and Shaw and Chase. 
The last category of critics read Jiomesickness and nostalgia as a comparative feeling that is connected 
to memory and narrative and enables and structures identity; see Boym, Casey, Ritivoi, and Su. Though 
all of these approaches help critics understand homesickness and nostalgia as critical terms worthy of 
sustained and continued analysis, my own theory borrows most heavily from the last category. 
My work on the connection between feelings, affect theory, and narrative shares some characteristics 
of Sianne Ngai's study Ugly Feelings and Lauren Berlant's Cruel Optimism. Ngai believes that feelings, 
especially dysphoric and negative ones, may help an individual act, react, form a strategy, or even 
"[suspend] agency;' and that feelings, along the lines of Baruch Spinoza, "can either increase or diminish 
one's power to act" ( 1-2). Berlant claims that analyzing the ordinary needs to attend not to "exceptional 
shock'' but rather to a lower power systemic crisis, or "crisis ordinariness" in order to understand how 
characters adjust, how "being treads water; mainly, it does not drown" (10). Global homesickness 
shares some affinity with "crisis ordinariness:' 
For architectural and spatial issues, see M0ller. For migration theory insights, see Papadaopoulos and 
Tsianos. 
For studies of Iyer's The Global Soul, see especially Smethurst, Leow, and Cheng Boey. 
A helpful way to think of home, then, is not as idea or place, but as both. The term home-as-system 
enables me to conceptualize the changing relationships between a person and his or her home: whether 
or not a person has a stable home or is between homes, each person has an idea of home that goes 
beyond bricks and mortar, into feelings for home that may be catalyzed by loss, by moving, or by 
traveling away from home. Feelings for and about home help form the cornerstone of human expe-
rience. According to Emmanuel Levinas in Totality and Infinity (1969), the home "occupies a privileged 
place" in forming identity: "The privileged role of the home does not consist in being the end of human 
activity but in being its condition, and in this sense its commencement" (152). 
Potent ideas connecting globalization to global homesickness have been formed by my reading of 
Manfred B. Steger's The Rise of the Global Imaginary, the Warwick Research Collective's Combined and 
Uneven Development, and Zygmunt Bauman's series of books on globalization (he uses the term "liquid 
modernity"), especially Does Ethics Have a Chance in a World of Consumers? and Collateral Damage. 




See Zygmunt Bauman's Collateral Damage for the concepts of mixophobia and mixophilia. He contends 
that in a world in which border crossings are increasing, people must rub shoulders with one another 
more frequently, this is mixophilia; and it improves communal feelings as it is born on improved trust. 
See especially pp. 52-71. 
See the Wik.ipedia article "Mehran Karimi Nasseri:' 
See "Emotional reunion for Iranian family at Vancouver airport;' CBC News. 
Mehran writes that he had not seen the Steven Spklberg film called The Terminal ( starring Tom Hanks) 
but that he knew about it. "I signed the contract with Steven Spielberg-Dream Works four years ago;' 
he tells Donald Trask, a reporter whom he befriended in the airport, in 2004 (25). Mehran then inserts 
an article that Trask wanted him to read. Within this article, possibly by another reporter named Mike 
Fillis, Mehran is said to have received a contract for the movie that was "rumored to be around $300,000 
and a cut of the box office;' an amount that "has ironically given the stranded Iranian the financial 
freedom to do as he pleases" (28). This article, however, is not Mehran's writing, it is an unverified 
excerpt. 
Reports of Mehran's current home are difficult to ascertain. According to Jean-Baptiste Drouet in 
Premiere, Mehran left the airport on July 27, 2006, due to unknown health reasons. Itis reported that 
he lives in an apartment near Paris and that he has paperwork that would enable him to travel to England. 
Searching numerous Paris-based, London-based, and international news sources, it seems that since 
2008 Mehran has decided to stay out of public discourse now that he no longer is forced to homestead 
in a public space. Pico Iyer is still writing and traveling widely. According to Iyer's website, lie resides 
in Japan and flies every month to give talks and readings (picoiyerjourneys.com/index.php/aboli~/) .. 
Nussbaum believes that a better model for measuring human potential, growth, and happiness is not 
GDP but through the capabilities approach. This approach centers on "comparative quality-of-life 
assessment and ... basic social justice. It holds that the key question to ask, when comparing societies 
and assessing them for their basic decency or justice is, 'What is each person able to do and to be?"' 
(18). Important feelings such as homesickness are part of this idea because the links to home are about 
freedom and choice and security. Homesickness is part of the myriad feelings constituent to self-defi-
nition, and self-definition is central to human capability. See especially pp. 17-46 and 69-100. 
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